Collaborative Composition in the Digital Age
(A Tale of Two Classes)
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The Course:

ENGL 4832: Writing for the World Wide Web is an upper-division writing course focusing on the challenges of composing texts for publication online.

In Spring 2009, Dr. Elizabeth Davis taught two 14-student sections of this course.

The Assignment:

After doing two individual projects, students were asked to collaboratively compose a text about new media and writing using new media to collaborate and write.

Class 1: A Writing Guide Composed in GDocs and Dreamweaver
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The Process:

A lot of stuff we were comfortable with:

Brainstorming a project topic

Class 2: A Traditional Research Paper

Written and Published with GoogleDocs/PDF
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A GUIDE TO WRITING ON THE WEB

Shifting the Script is a guide on writing for the Web developed by English
students at the University of Georgia. This webtext provides instruction for
composing emails, posting in blogs and forums, and writing web pages. Shifting
the Script aims to furnish users with the keys for writing effectively on the
Internet.

Since the introduction of the printing press by Johannes Gutenberg, technology
has revolutionized the way society receives information.

With Gutenberg, society saw how one bit of technology increased the flow of
information by allowing books to be readily availzble to everyone in society.
Now, with digital media on the rise, technology is once again changing the way
society receives information. Print text faces increasing competition from online
text that must be addressed for the future.
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Contacts | Credits

Each working group (2-3 people) created a GoogleDoc in which to
write their section.

00000

A design team consisting of experienced HTML and Dreamweaver users was

e

Shifting the Script: A Guide to Writing on the Web

- formed to handle the creation of the Web text.

new twists:

Formation of working groups
Making decisions about technology applications and the logistics
of writing together using new tech tools.

Because of the different skill sets and comfort levels in each section, the two
classes ended up taking very different approaches to the assignment.
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The Results:

Similarities between the two classes’ experiences:

I. Introduction

New media changes the way in which we communicate and receive information if only at just the personal level. Scholarship, which has
always been plagued by questions of authority and audience, is now faced with new media which both compounds these questions and raises
others. The relationship between form and content, issues of navigation and how new media changes visual rhetoric all influence the reading
of these new texts. All these questions have become an interconnected issue without any clear answer. Scholars must answer these guestions
through participation in technological discourse, active exploration and experimentation. New media is continually evolving, and as it develops
new forms, scholars must also be there to develop new content and recognize the effects that this medium have on aspects of their writing.

II. Visual Rhetoric

Visual rhetoric has been around since the dawn of written rhetoric. Just as any form of rhetoric, it is a living creature, flowing with people’s
cultures and transforming as people and technologies transform. Visual rhetoric has been a persuasive force in human society throughout the
ages, whether people have realized it or not. The academic community, as unorthodox as it may first seem, has even linked it to pop culture,
as instanced by scholar Sarah Spence relation of of visual rhetoric to the powers of the Jedi from Star Wars, comparing the power that
fictional characters in a movie series hold over a human population to visual rhetoric's perva also holds another type of power over society
(Spence 9). Though visual rhetoric has been seen in countless forms, shapes, sizes and media, its goal has never changed.

The idea of rhetoric was first truly introduced in ancient Greece and Rome, where famous philosophers and scholars of the time used
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An outline was drafted in a GoogleDoc and small groups of 2-3 people took
responsibility for each section.

Sk G ) ol I B et e e S GoogleDocs is great for writers working in small teams. Most of the writing was done in this GoogleDoc, so 14 people were working on
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E-mail Forums Web Sites Blogs

A GUIDE TO WRITING ON THE WEB

Sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample
text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text sample text

When the separate sections were drafted, they were put together into one GoogleDoc with

questions for the design team and the other groups.
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Title: Typewriter graphic? Modify but... - Coogle Docs

GoogleDocs has issues with formatting and editing.

It's tough to establish a unified voice and style when working with a lot of
other writers.

Administration and coordination are key in collaborative work,
especially when technology is involved.

Technology can facilitate better communication when working on a
group project (but it doesn’t always).

Groups can produce more impressive results than individuals working

the same Google Doc, often at the same time.
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The major divisions of academia have developed, each to their own specifications, very standardized ways of writing out their data and arguments: MLA, APA, CMS,

Online journal databases are the most basic of scholarly adaptations to new media. Online versions of print text is now available for countless publications. This che
new media scholarship, which is reserved for scholarly works that use new media rather than simply discuss it (Ball 405). Actual new media scho

Hypertexts and blogs are examples of ways that scholars are moving away from the print tradition of scholarly writing altogether. Works such as "Pulling the Differer
assumptions about the nature of reality — often leads us astray when we come fo discuss computer-based digital text, sound and images,” which is frue when engagin

With technology and new forms of writing come many new features to include within a given article. Examples of new media's effects on a scholarly writing's conten
identifiers may help to reduce this risk in the future (Ha). Including new media also encompasses adding multimedia such as images, sound ¢lips, and videos fo an artit

As the digital age expands the capabilities of texts, scholars and their writings are presented with new opportunities as well as challenges. The scholar is now given
Academic writing is often lengthy and sterile. This is a sharp contrast to the current online writing trends. The more concise and to-the-point a paragraph or entry is, {

Databases such as JSTOR, LION, Project Muse, or PsycARTICLES are scarcely changed by their new medium; these collections are merely online scholarship as ¢

History of forms supports the idea of the content growing into the form. The blog, or Web log, was originally developed as an online journal. Early blogging sites deve
for example the difference between the text before the cut in a blog posting on the Literature Compass Blog and the Abstract of an article on the Literature Compass. T
writers finish a text, there are many choices given as to the where and how the text is distributed. The content of the text becomes a focal point in deciding which mediz

The future of academic scholarship is limited only by those that write them. Experimentation is what is needed here and the choices are varied and multiple in the ne

For each misgiving there is a positive aspect to using new media in scholarship. Questions of over stimulation or distraction from the text are posed, but so are the p
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Too many cooks almost spoiled the soup. They
experienced accidental deletions, became frustrated

at editing over each other, and, once, mistakenly reverted
to an eatrlier version of the document, causing some

panic.
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‘IWe] found [GoogleDocs] to very helpful in collaborating and working on the project in all stages.” (Trey)

Just because a certain technology sounds like it would effectively foster Reflection after the fact:

collaboration, that doesn’t mean it always works in practice.

“This project...pushed the envelope on distinct authorship...blurred the lines on who exactly wrote what” (Meagan) evelyaayiiwas sofelninginew; Somelningioraxe aowil, ciangeaioraisdppearea(Ben)

“l found this process really interesting...because it made us question what collaborative writing is. Some portions of

“The GoogleDoc was a little unreliable at times.” (Lauren B.) the text could not be distinguished as the work of just him or me, but instead showed signs of both.” (Anthony)

What I’m doing differently now:

“creating a separate GoogleDoc to collect a collaborative bibliography made the final creation of a works cited

“‘with everyone working on one document at the same time, your work could be changed
extremely easy” (Carter) Yy 2) y g

Insisting on a dedicated administrative group whose sole responsibility is (or even lost) by others.” (Liz)

coordinating, compiling, and dealing with design/technical issues.

"I could never have made such an impressive project in such a short period of time single-handedly.” (Joraan) “The research done on the project was more extensive than what I think is usually done on a research project by one

Using GoogleGroups instead of GoogleDocs, so that individuals and small person.” (Christian)

groups can upload different types of files to a shared space
where there is also a discussion board and the ability to create pages.

“cloud computing beat having to email copy after copy or attachment after attachment back and forth to

one another via something like e-mail or WebCT or a flashdrive.” (John) “[GoogleDocs] allowed us to stay connected as a group, even outside of the classroom.” (Jessica)

“The GoogleDoc was always changing, always moving, always rearranging...it was horribly inconvenient

“Our class was lucky enough to have enough people know how to create websites to make building a and easy to get confused.” (Brittany)

Using tech tools like Joomla that enable those who have little Web design
website possible.” (Becky)

experience and skill to still be able to create sophisticated Web texts/sites.
“The formatting was almost always messed up and often Google Docs stubbornly refused to let you correct it.” (Christina)

“I'm glad | had the opportunity to engage in a collaborative project like this; it’s given me a lot more experience
with designing web sites and working with a large nhumber of people.” (Lauren L.) ‘Il am not sure the perfect platform for us even exists, but it should allow only two or three group leaders

"Because collaborative writing assignments take place in a dynamic situation to change the document; somewhere between Google Docs and the Web CT discussion board.” (Rhys)

with particular students, who have particular viewpoints, needs, ambitions,
and misconceptions, the potential for collaborative writing to go awry is very real, and

professors must manage the collaborative process, from beginning to end.”
Facilitating Students’ Collaborative Writing, Bruce W. Speck, 2002

*All student work used with permission



